
Why Professional Headshots Matter

Creating an Effective
Professional Headshot

Your professional headshot is often your first introduction in today's digital world. A
quality headshot conveys professionalism and approachability whether for your
LinkedIn profile, personal website, or professional association directories. This tool
explains the importance of professional headshots. It also outlines criteria for
creating an effective image, provides options for backgrounds and styles, and
suggests various methods for obtaining a headshot that fits your budget and needs.

First Impressions: Research suggests people form an impression within a few seconds of
seeing your image.
Brand Consistency: Your headshot establishes your professional identity across platforms.
Credibility: A professional image builds trust with potential employers, colleagues, and
clients.
Recognition: It makes you recognizable at conferences, networking events, and in digital
spaces.
Reflects Preparation: It shows your attention to detail and understanding of professional
norms.
Demonstrates Investment: Your headshot signals commitment to your professional
presence.

Anthropological Perspective

Anthropologists understand the cultural significance of visual representation and the nonverbal
cues that images communicate. Your professional headshot exists within cultural contexts with
specific expectations and norms. While adhering to professional standards, you can  incorporate
elements that represent your identity and the anthropological perspective you bring to your
work.

Your headshot is not merely a functional necessity but a tool for professional connection and
communication in an increasingly visual professional landscape.

Elements of an Effective Headshot

Composition
Framing: Head and top of shoulders visible is the most common (not full body or extreme
close-up). Sometimes an upper body shot can be effective since it can convey body language
or movement. However, your face must be clearly visible and represent a large part of the
photo.
Proportion: Your face should occupy approximately 60-70% of the frame.
Focus: Your eyes should appear at the top third of the image.
Resolution: Headshot quality should be high enough for digital and print use (at least 300
dpi).



Attire and Appearance
Dress for Your Field: Match the level of formality in your professional context.
Colors that Complement: Choose colors that work with your skin tone and background.
Simplicity: Avoid busy patterns, large jewelry, or distracting accessories.
Timelessness: Opt for classic styles rather than trendy fashions.
Grooming: Portray a neat, professional appearance that matches how you present at work.

Background Options

Solid Colors
Neutral Tones: Grays, whites, or soft blues create a timeless foundation.
Industry Standard: Solid color backgrounds are widely used in corporate and academic
environments.
Visual Focus: A plain background creates a distraction-free image which directs attention to
your face.
Digital Optimization: Solid backgrounds provide clean edges for digital use.

Professional Settings
Workplace Context: Your professional environment is an appropriate setting.
Depth-of-Field: The background should be softly blurred to maintain focus on you.
Branding Opportunity: You can include organizational elements if they are subtle.
Authenticity: Your professional context suggests genuineness.

Natural/Outdoor Settings/Field Settings
Natural Light: This type of lighting often provides flattering illumination.
Considerations: Pay attention to weather, seasonal changes, and unexpected elements.
Best Practices: Choose simple, uncluttered natural backgrounds with neutral tones.

Urban Settings
Contemporary Feel: An urban location suggests a modern, dynamic impression.
Field Relevance: City venues are appropriate for urban anthropology and public health.
Technique: Shallow depth of field is essential to prevent distraction.
Timing: Consider foot traffic, lighting, and other environmental variables.
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Lighting
Even Illumination: Soft, diffused lighting eliminates harsh shadows.
Catch Light: A small reflection in your eyes creates depth and engagement, but requires the
photographer to use a reflector positioned at waist level angled up towards the face.
Direction: The light source should be in front of you, slightly to one side and above.
Natural vs. Artificial: Either natural or artificial lighting works well when properly executed.

Expression and Posture
Authentic Appearance: A genuine expression reflects approachability.
Eye Contact: Look directly at the camera to establish connection.
Head Position: Many prefer a slight tilt to add dimension. Experiment to find what works
best.
Posture: Your shoulders should be relaxed and slightly angled, with your back straight.
Confidence: Project assurance without appearing rigid or uncomfortable.



University/Organization Resources
Campus Services: Some universities offer headshot services for students, faculty, and staff.
Employer Programs: Some organizations provide professional photos during events.
Professional Organizations: Association meetings sometimes offer photography services.
Cost: The charges are often at significantly reduced rates or free.
Scheduling: Check with career services, marketing departments, or event organizers.

Colleague with Photography Skills
Collaborative Approach: Engage in reciprocity through a skill exchange or offer
compensation.
Equipment Needs: DSLR or high-quality mirrorless camera with appropriate lens is needed.
Planning: Schedule when lighting is optimal and allow time for multiple attempts.
Direction: Provide examples of the style you're seeking.
Post-Processing: Determine who will handle editing (software like Lightroom/Photoshop).

Smartphone Photography
Equipment: Recent smartphone models have portrait mode capability which makes the
Portrait/head sharp and in focus; the background will be soft and slightly out of focus, which
is more desirable. Photo mode will make everything, including the background sharp and in
focus.
Lighting: Opt for natural light near windows or outdoors during "golden hour," the period
shortly after sunrise and before sunset when the sun is low in the sky.
Stability: Use a tripod or stable surface with a timer or remote shutter.
Background: Choose simple settings and maintain appropriate distance.
Cost-Effective: You face minimal investment beyond your existing device.

Best Practices for Headshot Use

Consistency: Use the same professional image across platforms.
Currency: Update your headshot every two to three years or
when your appearance significantly changes.
Naming Convention: Save files with your name and date for easy
identification.
Multiple Formats: Keep high-resolution versions for print (300
DPI) and web-optimized versions (72 DPI) for digital use.
Cropping Options: Maintain square, rectangular, and circular
versions for different platforms.
Professional Context: Ensure your headshot remains appropriate
for your career context.
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Methods for Obtaining a Professional Headshot

Professional Photographer
Cost Range: $150-$500+ are based on location, photographer experience, and package.
Benefits: You gain directly due to expert lighting, composition, direction, and editing.
Selection Process: Review portfolios for style matching your needs.
Preparation: Many photographers provide guidance on what to wear and how to prepare.
Turnaround: Typically photographers offer multiple edited options within one to two weeks.
Usage Rights: Ensure you understand the licensing terms.


